Digital Storytelling with English Language Learning Families by Wessels, Stephanie & Trainin, Guy
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
Faculty Publications: Department of Teaching, 
Learning and Teacher Education 
Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher 
Education 
2020 
Digital Storytelling with English Language Learning Families 
Stephanie Wessels 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, swessels2@unl.edu 
Guy Trainin 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, gtrainin2@unl.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub 
 Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons, and the Teacher Education and Professional 
Development Commons 
Wessels, Stephanie and Trainin, Guy, "Digital Storytelling with English Language Learning Families" (2020). 
Faculty Publications: Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education. 425. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub/425 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher 
Education at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Faculty 
Publications: Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education by an authorized administrator of 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 
 
Digital Storytelling with English Language Learning Families 
Stephanie Wessels 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, USA 
 
Guy Trainin 




In this chapter, we examine the design process and outcomes of a digital storytelling with 
elementary-aged English Language Learning Families. The program was iterated through a 
multi-step design process to integrate the use of digital storytelling on mobile devices with 
family literacy. In this chapter, we explain why adults and children needed worktime separately 
before they collaborate and that a focus on funds of language, culture and relevance foster 
willingness to engage with digital literacy. In working with English Language Learning Families, 
we found the following themes: when it comes to schooling, everything is in English; confidence 
in learning about technology, literacy and storytelling; and coexistence (spending time together). 
This chapter examines that the power and availability of mobile technologies, coupled with the 





English Language Learners (ELLs) in the United States educational system, are part of 
communities and families who have always faced linguistic, cultural, and power challenges in 
mainstream schools. These challenges lead to a significant English literacy achievement gap 
between ELLs and their English monolingual peers. For example, in the state where the study 
took place, only 56% of fourth grade and 31% of eighth-grade students who were identified as 
ELLs (2017) were considered proficient in writing compared to 70% and 71% for all students 
respectively. The gap, identified by state tests, is of limited utility because it fails to identify the 
students’ funds of knowledge.  The funds of knowledge which are the untapped cultural 
experiences of ELLs families (Moll, Amanti & Gonzalez, 1992) that students have along with 
contributions of the home language to the development of literacy.  
One form of literacy is digital literacy which is the ability to use, create, and read 
information using technology.  Digital literacy is essential for individuals to be fully participating 
citizens in the 2lst century culture. It is critical for college and career readiness, yet sporadically 
addressed in schools since it is rarely assessed. Evidence shows that the gaps in digital literacy 
are much more significant, as much as twice, than those identified in standardized tests (Leu, 
Kinzer, Coiro, Castek & Henry, 2013). This finding is worrying since digital literacy has the 
potential to provide new innovative solutions to reduce the literacy gap. While the potential for 
positive impact of digital technology on literacy learning has been studied (e.g. Deng & Trainin, 
2015), the research from the New Literacies Research Labs shows that achievement gaps in 
digital literacy, reading & writing in digital environments, has a large effect size difference even 
after accounting for the gaps in traditional literacy (Leu et al., 2013). As a result, we cannot wait 
on students to meet traditional literacy demands before addressing digital literacy; instead, we 
 
must work concurrently in both traditional and digital literacies to make sure that students 
become career and college ready.  
In this chapter, we discuss the finding from two digital storytelling iterations with ELL 
families as a way of meeting those challenges. In the Digital Storytelling with ELLs families 
program, we studied how using mobile devices to enhance family literacy led to increase literacy 
engagement between parent and child and digital literacy. The study took place over two years in 
two elementary schools as a voluntary after-school program. Both elementary schools had a large 
ELL population and were located in the same school district. The family literacy program was 
co-created by state university professors, graduate students, district personal, and participating 
families. Digital storytelling was the medium to focus attention on engagement, language, and 
technology proficiencies. The curriculum was based on evidence from prior research and 
included dialogic reading strategies (Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998), storytelling features (Thomas 
& Collier, 2012), and multimodal media (Lambert, 2006). The content and skills workshops 
were sequential and collaborative, with the focus of subsequent sessions enhancing previous 
skills.  
FAMILY LITERACY 
Research has shown that families’ literacy practices, including oral interactions and joint 
storybook reading, have a positive impact on children’s literacy achievement in school (Trainin, 
Wessels, Nelson & Vadasy, 2016; Bus, van Ijzendorn, & Pellegrini, 1995). However, as 
Dickinson and Tabors (2002) observed, some adults may lack confidence reading to their 
children due to lack of prior experience with shared book reading, limited literacy skills, or lack 
of English proficiency. This reluctance can lead to lesser literacy and language experiences for 
children in their home environment. In families whose first language is not English, parents often 
 
provide literacy experiences that do not fully align with school expectations and thus can lead to 
diminished school outcomes, which widen the achievement gap (Dickinson & Tabors, 2002; 
Strucker, Snow & Alexander, 2004). Research also shows that both families and schools are 
often reluctant to promote home literacy when it is in a language different than English since 
they perceive biliteracy as an obstacle instead of a strength (Shin & Krashen, 1996). Even though 
research has consistently found that more enriching language experiences in the home language 
lead to positive outcomes in both the home language and English (Tse, 1998). 
Parents of ELLs can use their native language and culture to support their children’s 
literacy development. By providing young children with a firm foundation in their native 
language, parents of ELLs give them a basis for learning to read and write in both their native 
language and English. Research has repeatedly shown that language proficiency in a child’s first 
language leads to improved normative literacy (reading and writing) skills in school. Several 
studies have demonstrated a link between native language knowledge and foundational early 
English literacy skills (Goodrich, Lonigan, & Farver, 2013; Proctor, August, Carlo, & Snow, 
2006; Rolla, 2002; Scheele, Leseman, & Mayo, 2009). By providing young children with a firm 
foundation in their native language, parents give them a basis for learning to read and learning 
other languages, including English (Goldenberg, 2008). Thus, more enriching language 
experiences are possible even when parents use their native language to communicate, but they 
need help in helping students connect these skills and capacities to school-based expectations.  
Storytelling 
Oral storytelling is a common way to communicate cultural practices, care and support 
children’s cognitive and linguistic growth (Thomas & Collier, 2012). Storytelling is a 
socialization tool through which ideas, perspectives, and cultural norms are passed down through 
 
family members (Fiese, 2006). Craig and his colleagues (2001) showed that different cultures 
use storytelling for different purposes focusing on relationships and kinship more than school-
oriented literacy and language. Such storytelling can elicit lively conversations, develop verbal 
language skills, and provide opportunities to express personal ideas without requiring the English 
language proficiently. 
In this Digital Storytelling with ELL Families program, we bridged the traditional 
culturally accepted literacy practices (i.e., oral storytelling), and school expected literacy 
(normative reading and writing) with the affordances of digital storytelling. Digital storytelling 
integrates oral storytelling with multimodal presentation afforded by technology. Composing a 
digital story requires authors to reflect on prior knowledge and experiences (Barrett, 2005), to 
organize information, write, and utilize technology. Researchers who have involved by parents 
and children in writing activities report increased parental involvement, improved child literacy 
development and enthusiasm for reading and writing, and increased home-school communication 
(Albee & Drew, 2001). Thus, digital storytelling can become a medium in which parents can 
weave linguistic and cultural connections for their children in both languages using visuals, 
audio, print, and voice. It has been defined as “the practice of combining narrative with digital 
content, including images, sound, and video, to create a short movie, typically with a strong 
emotional component." (Educause Learning Initiative, 2007, p. 1) Parents can become bilingual 
literacy models for their children because it builds on their funds of knowledge and highlights 
capacity and the importance of heritage language and culture.  
Funds of Knowledge 
Parents provide a wealth of family traditions, knowledge, and experiences for their 
children. Kyle, McIntyre, Miller and Moore (2005) studied how teachers visited children’s 
 
homes in order to become familiar with and then to build on and support the children’s “funds of 
knowledge” the untapped cultural experiences of families (Moje, Ciechanowski, Kramer, Ellis, 
Carrillo, and Collazo, 2004; Moll, Amanti and Gonzalez, 1992). Compton-Lilly and her 
colleagues (2012) concluded that it is crucial for family literacy practitioners, schools, and 
educators to be aware of the funds of knowledge brought into the school by children and 
families. The researchers argue that it is critical that school and family literacy practitioners build 
on these rich diverse literacy practices brought into the classroom.  
Technology: Access and Impact 
Mobile technology in the US is ubiquitous. The Pew Internet and Family Life project 
shows that over 99% of adults own a cell phone and that over 91% own a smart device, and 58% 
own a tablet (Pew, 2013). For Latinx adults, the rate of smart device use is higher than the US 
average, and tablet use is equal to other ethnicities (Pew, 2013). These mobile devices present a 
new opportunity to share educational resources with families and teachers in ways that were not 
possible just a few years ago. We believe that parents can use commonly available mobile 
technology to engage with their children more effectively. 
Research to support the efficacy of using technology to increase learning is growing, for 
example, Berkowitz and his colleagues (2015) have recently shown that shared math storytime 
on iPads has led to increased achievement and motivation in math. Edwards (2006) had explored 
adult’s learning experiences with computers within family literacy programs, and Lewis (2009, 
2013) has explored families’ technological literacies in the home. There are also a few studies 
investigating Latinx families’ storytelling development in relation to school achievement (e.g. 
Malo & Bullard, 2000; Schecter & Bayley, 2002; Torres, 1997), however, currently, there is very 
little published research examining the impact of using digital resources with ELL Families. We 
 
know that technology, now ubiquitous, can enhance the language and literacy outcomes for 
ELLs in significant ways.  
THE DIGITAL STORYTELLING PROGRAM 
Setting and Participants 
CornHaven (pseudonym) is a midwestern city of about 290,000 inhabitants. CornHaven 
is designated as a refugee-friendly city that has brought any new cultures, languages and 
religions into the area. Latinx from various countries are the largest immigrant group in the city; 
however, it is also home for Bosnian, Vietnamese, Afghani, Yazidi, Russian, Kurdish, Sudanese, 
Ukrainian, Chinese and other immigrant groups.  
The voluntary-after school digital storytelling program took place in two elementary 
schools, Morningside and Hamilton, located in CornHaven Public School District. Morningside 
Elementary was a Title-1 urban school with 71% of students on free or reduced lunch. Minority 
enrollment was 45% of the student body, with Latinx being the largest group. Four Latinx 
families, four mothers & eight children were the program’s participants at Morningside. Since 
the Digital Storytelling program participants were all Latinx, we conducted the program in 
Spanish and English to ensure full access to the content material of the program.  
Hamilton Elementary was also a Title-1 urban school with 91% of students on free or 
reduced lunch. Minority enrollment was 68% of the student body, with the majority being 
Latinx. We had eight participating families (7 mothers, one father, and 17 children) in the 
program. Spanish (2 mother participants and 9 children), Chinese (3 mother participant and 3 
children), Sudanese (1 mother participant and 3 children), and Vietnamese (1father participant 
and 2 children) were the languages that were represented in the Hamilton program, so the content 
 
was delivered in English with native language support through bilingual liaisons from the school 
district. 
Participating children ages in both of the programs were from 3-10 years old. Although 
the target age group was Kindergarten-1st grade, we encouraged families to bring all their 
children to the sessions which allowed inclusivity for the families.  We recognized the roles of 
all family members and supported child care needs of the families to be able to participate in the 
projects.  
The Digital Storytelling Program Procedures and Curriculum 
The Digital Storytelling with ELL Families programs consisted of 8 weekly group 
sessions. Each session lasted about 90 minutes after the regular school day. The literacy sessions 
design focused on ways families can use mobile devices to engage as storytellers in their native 
language or English.  
The families created their digital stories on the Little Story Creator App chosen because it 
was a free app available on both the Android and Apple operating systems. Digital storytelling 
skills and objectives developed for this program were based on research in media knowledge, 
reading literacy, dialogic reading strategies, storytelling characteristics (Craig et al., 2001; 
Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998), including (a) labeling (provides a label for objects, person, place; 
(b) verbal expression (comments on the story being developed), and (c) prior knowledge 
(questions or comments to encourage recall of previous experience or knowledge related to the 
story). Families learned the formal aspects of story structure, using visual literacy images, and 
other skills to tell a story through the use of technology and connect it to their background 
knowledge and experiences (funds of knowledge).  
 
In addition to media and literacy knowledge, we used Lambert’s seven elements of 
effective digital stories (2006): 1) Point of view: told from the author’s viewpoint; 2) Dramatic 
Question: attention grabber; 3) Emotional Content: storyline that stirs an emotional connection; 
4) Economy: short, time-limited story; 5) Pacing: maintaining a rhythm; 6) The Gift of Voice: 
participants using their voice; and 7) Soundtrack: the use of music to produce an emotional 
connection. As the parents and children got better at navigating the storytelling apps, they started 
to incorporate some of Lambert’s elements into their digital stories. 
We opted to use a design approach that allowed the curriculum to be flexible and fluid, 
depending on the needs and interests of the participants. The program was conducted in Spanish 
and English at Morningside Elementary and English, with native language support, at Hamilton 
Elementary to guarantee the families and university instructors could participate. Participants 
were encouraged to use whichever language with which they were most comfortable in when 
creating their stories. The ability to code-switch, alternating between two languages, allowed 
participants to negotiate their linguistic repertoires using whichever language they felt was 
appropriate for different tasks (Garcia & Kleifgen, 2010). Even though the two programs were 
conducted in different languages, the content, objectives, and delivery were similar. The 
sequence of the sessions was: Session #1) Discuss cultural values & the concepts of storytelling, 
and technology; Session # 2) Identification of the parts of the story & working with the Little 
Story Creator App; Session # 3) Developing and creating a continuous storyline within the 
context of the digital artifacts; Session # 4) Active Listening and contributing to each other’s 
stories; Sessions #’s 5-7) Feedback and finalizing stories; and Session # 8) Celebration and 
sharing stories.  
 
The Digital Storytelling program was first implemented at Morningside Elementary with 
the outcome of children and parents co-creating their stories.  However, during the first session it 
quickly became apparent that children were "taking over," and the parents were getting 
progressively frustrated because they were not allowed to practice on the devices. Once the 
dynamic became apparent, we redesigned the time and separated the children and the parents for 
initial work allowing parents to gain confidence using the technology. Each group, children and 
parent, learned the same storytelling and technology skills; however, they were able to work on 
individual stories at their own pace and topic.  
Parents were encouraged to use their mobile devices (smartphone, tablet, or iPad) so they 
can continue to use it after the project was over. Most families had their own mobile devices and 
preferred using them; in some cases, we provided iPads loaned to the families throughout the 
digital storytelling sessions.  
RESEARCH METHODS FOR STUDYING THE PROGRAM 
We used a design study approach to study the effects of the program. Design studies are 
iterative, process-focused, interventionist, collaborative, and based on translation science (Cobb, 
Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003). A key feature is the iterative nature of the design 
process with the results of each iteration and the new context influencing the next iteration. 
Shavelson and his colleagues (2003) described them as “they involve tightly linked design-
analysis-redesign cycles that move toward both learning and activity or artifact improvement.” 
(p. 26)  
In this design study, we relied on qualitative data collection and analysis were conducted 
during the program to help guide the construction of the curriculum. The guiding question was to 
study how using mobile devices to enhance increase family literacy engagement and technology 
 
literacy understanding. Triangulation was assured through multiple sources of data: family 
technology surveys, interviews of the parents, and field notes that provided contextual 
information (Agar, 1996).  
The Family Technology Survey 
A Family Technology Survey was given at the beginning of the project. The survey asked 
parents for information about the ages of their children, languages spoken in the home, and 
technology usage at home (how it is used, accessibility, type of device).  This served as an 
assessment tool to uncover the families’ technology literacy knowledge. In particular, it provided 
information to iterate the design based on results and what the families were interested in 
learning. The survey included a combination of open-ended questions, which allowed parents to 
share as much information as they desired to share and rating scale questions. Parents’ usage of 
technology was measured through this survey using a 6-point scale (e.g., I can’t and don’t want 
to, I don’t have or don’t use) (see Appendix 1 for the survey).  
Parent Interviews 
A general interview guide approach (Patton, 2002) was used to obtain an insider 
perspective of participants’ beliefs and values. At both program sites, we conducted semi-
structured interviews the parents at the end of the program. At the Morningside Elementary, the 
interviews were conducted in Spanish, translated, and transcribed by the bilingual graduate 
assistant working on the project. At the Hamilton project site, the interviews were conducted in 
English with clarification questions in their native language. The bilingual liaisons for the district 
provided immediate translations during the interviews.  Each interview was 15-20 minutes in 
length. The following are the interview questions asked to parents at the end of the program: 
1) What did you learn in this project? 
 
2) What did you like about the technology? 
3) Do you feel more comfortable now with this technology abilities that you learned 
about throughout the project? 
4) What did you learn about taking and incorporating photos into a story? 
5) What did you learn in the project that you could share with your children? 
6) What did you like most about the project, about the session of classes? 
7) Do you think you will continue to create stories after the project? 
8) If there was something you wanted us to tell the school district, what would be? 
9) How to you use language in your home environment?  
Field Notes 
The last data source was the researcher’s field notes, reflections, observations. After each 
session, observational notes were made about comments and situations that the parents and 
children discussed during each session. This process helped the researchers to recall important 
conversations and issues that happened during interactions with the participants. Field notes 
included comments specific to individual experiences, suggestions from participants, and 
session’s successes and challenges. The field notes were often design oriented and contained 
notes about how to extend the learning during the next session or what content we might add to 
fill in knowledge gaps that were identified during the session. 
Data Analysis 
Interview transcripts, field notes, and family surveys were analyzed using open coding 
technique (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009) and following Tesch’s (1990) systematic process of 
analyzing textual data. Texts were coded into emergent categories that allowed for the 
identification of themes and patterns in the data. The first step was open coding by taking notes 
 
to identify patterns and categories. This helped in making sense of the data and establish 
connections. Next, we used color coding techniques to develop a shortlist of tentative codes. 
After this step, we reduced and combined categories into three themes. The use of multiple data 
sources ensured the triangulation of findings helped build trustworthiness (Patton, 2002). 
Construct validity (Yin, 1994) was addressed in this study through (a) using multiple sources of 
data, (b) using different researchers to analyze the data, and (c) establishing a chain of evidence.  
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
In the study, the guiding question was to understand how using mobile devices can 
increase family literacy engagement and technology literacy understanding.  After analyzing the 
data, three themes emerged: when it comes to schooling, everything is in English; confidence in 
learning about technology, literacy and storytelling; and coexistence (spending time together). 
When it comes to schooling, everything is in English 
When it comes to schooling, everything is in English was a theme that emerged from the 
data suggesting that although many of the family participants were multilingual, they had a 
difficult time getting access to their native language when it came to information. One parent 
commented, “The school has a lot of [of emails] that we have to read, [I say] “Come here niece! 
Read it to me what does it say?” The parents discussed that many times that they struggled to 
understand or get information from the school because they did not have access to the 
information in their native language.  They felt that they were not involved in the educational 
concerns of their children.  
Some of the parent participants lacked the English proficiency to provide their children 
with language experiences that align with school expectations because their children were being 
schooled in an environment dominated by English print.  Not being able to access educational 
 
print left parents feeling that they were unable to participate in their children’s education. The 
underlining message that schools were sending to parents was a neo-deficit ideology that 
assumes that "parents who are not from the dominant culture are often viewed as lacking the 
necessary skills and knowledge to help their children succeed in school” (Baquedano-Lopez, 
Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013). Schools need to believe that ELL families are assets and how to 
view the native language is a resource and a strength rather than a barrier. For ELL families, to 
become active participants in the life of schools, they must be welcomed, valued, and connected 
to each other and to what their children are learning. 
Several of the parents were trying to match the language of delivery in the schools while 
putting their native language second. “We speak Arabic at home, everyone has to speak it. I tell 
them Arabic is good. We are trying to teach them to read and write in Arabic. But I need to push 
them to learn English then we can speak Arabic” commented one of the mothers in the program. 
She felt that participation in the program was a way to provide opportunities for her children to 
continue in their learning of English. This comment was not unusual and is something observed 
in research with ELL families, sacrificing the native language for English as a tool of social 
mobility and assimilation (e.g. Lopez, 1996). However, research has shown the benefits of 
having a strong native language. Native language proficiency is a strong predictor of overall 
language development, and the research has shown that experiences in the native language will 
transfer to English, strengthen cognitive flexibility, and strengthen identity and thus provide 
multiple benefits that contribute to a foundation for literacy development (Conner, 2010; 
Goldenberg, 2008) and overall academic success (Cummins, 1986, Slavin & Cheung, 2002; S. 
Lee, 2002). But many times, that is not the message that parents are receiving from schools. 
Studies have shown that incorporating cultural relevant methods to students not only affirms and 
 
welcomes students’ cultural identities in the classroom but also leads to more successful learning 
(Johnson & Fargo, 2014). Students transfer knowledge from one content to another through a 
deliberate set of mental actions (Dewitz & Graves, 2014), which are complex and part of a 
dynamic system of language acquisition (Nemati & Taghizadeh, 2013). Participants were able to 
use whichever language that they were most comfortable in using throughout the Digital 
Storytelling Program. Most chose to code switch, moving between two languages, and using 
both languages allowed families to use their full linguistic repertoire to create stories.  
We wanted the parents to know that they can and should use their native language and 
culture to support their children’s literacy development, and that our role was to help them 
connect these skills and capacities with technology skills on their devices. However, when 
parents try to use Google to find a solution for a technical issue, they quickly found that the 
language barrier exists everywhere. One parent commented, “Almost everything, everything is in 
English. We want to learn about technology but we have to learn English first. I can be looking 
for something, and you put it in Spanish, and you will find various things in Spanish, but it won’t 
find what you are looking for, things like that." As the parents and children started creating their 
stories, we scaffolded skill building when situations came up between language and technology. 
As the program continued, the parents become problem-solvers as they gained some technical 
vocabulary that allowed them to use search engines effectively. 
Confidence in Learning about Technology, Literacy and Storytelling 
As we started the Digital Storytelling programs, we assumed that since parents had access 
to smart phones and tablets they knew how to use them. So while they had access to devices they 
did not know how to use them for information gathering, and thus could not support their 
children in learning these skills as Braverman (2016) observed: “Children without a digitally 
 
savvy adult at home are more likely to use the Internet for entertainment purposes like watching 
a movie or communicating with friends via a social network that to do research or download an 
educational app.” (p. 20) At Morningside Elementary, we realized after the first session that we 
needed to step back and go over technology basics such as setting up a Gmail account, uploading 
a picture, etc.  The technology skills demanded put parents in a difficult and vulnerable position 
in the beginning of the program: "Because once you are learning technology at the same time as 
the story, well they are the, it puts pressure on us…I will be very sincere. I didn’t know anything. 
I didn’t even know what, what what is this…what do you do with it. But now I say yes, 
commented of one the participant mother of the program. Using the design principles, we 
responded by creating a session about downloading apps, creating Gmail accounts, uploading 
files, and keeping information secure on the tablets and online sites. "Through the program, well, 
I learned how to open my email, and I didn’t have it before," commented one of the parents. It 
was very important for us to make sure that the parents were comfortable with using the 
technology to create their stories and had access to the technology tools to help them in their 
lives outside of the program. We try to establish an environment where the parents took risks and 
asked questions in a supportive environment.  
Initially, parents and their children were learning together the same skills at the same 
time; however, many of the parents were hesitant to work with their children because they were 
afraid that children would take over. After the first session at Morningside, we separated the 
children from the adults in learning group. Each group focused on the same skills, however, the 
parents were able to learn to navigate the technology depending on their knowledge skills about 
technology. When we started the program at Hamilton Elementary, we started with the parents in 
 
one room and the children learning in another from the lessons that we had learned from the 
earlier program. 
Labbo, Eakle, and Montero (2002) believe that photography has “an important role to 
play in facilitating children’s literacy experiences.” (p. 6) Photo-taking and writing are both 
composing processes that help to develop visual and linguistic competencies. In the Digital 
Storytelling program, the parents and children made their own stories with their own photos so 
they could create meaningful, purposeful learning experiences. One parent reflected on the 
process of learning to use photos with smartphones or devices and then creating a sequence of 
pictures to tell the story: “How to put the photos [on the tablet]…I’d put them in order. We can 
put one or three and you can put text or whatever you want. The principle [thing]is how to 
experiment when using the tablet. That is what we did. Experimenting. We did experiments. But 
something good came out of it!”  
At times, the photos became a catalyst for conversations, vocabulary building in both 
languages and confidence boosting. The digital stories gave the parents and the children an 
impetus for writing by sharing their knowledge with others. There was high personal interest in 
the stories because they were using their own photos allowing them to use what they knew in 
authentic ways. “What I learned is to be more interested. Because before I didn’t like it 
[technology]. I wasn’t interested. Now I am more interested” stated one of the parents. It became 
clear that the adults were staying away from technology with their children because they lacked 
the confidence that the engagement would be successful and the belief that it would be 
beneficial. Once they felt confident they were much more willing to engage. To help create their 
digital stories, we used the Little Story Creator. After downloading the app, the parents explored 
and got familiar with the app. One of the mothers commented, “Where to open the apps, where 
 
to close them…all of this. In order to make the story. How it begin it. And what you need to 
continue it as you go (laughing). We learned about the story. The beginning, the problem, 
the…the…solution, and the ending. And the surprise!" 
Despite their familiarity with storytelling parents expressed gratitude about learning story 
elements, character development, using WH questions to help tell the story, developing a 
storyline, etc. while mastering the technology. They felt that it was a way to connect their actions 
during the program to school related activities. 
Coexistence [spending time together] 
The last theme coexistence name emerged from a parent comment: “the coexistence that 
you guys were patient with us [when using] the tablet.” The parents were very enthusiastic about 
the sessions. They appreciated the opportunity to work with their children doing technology and 
literacy activities. "Jessica shared her story, and I shared my story with her," commented one 
parent that her and her daughter were to take turns and share their stories. The parents seemed to 
feel a renewed interest and excitement in their children’s literacy development. In addition, their 
responses showed that parents had learned through the sessions which showed in the shift of 
their understanding of technology and storytelling as they gained new confidence in their 
abilities. "Now I see that it is okay to click/touch it. I learned how to click/touch the tablet and 
how to help the kids so that they learn how to make a story on the tablet. They do one part, and 
we do another but together. Yes," stated a parent participant. Digital storytelling allows children 
to develop their language, literacy, and storytelling abilities, along with their parents sitting side-
by-side. This co-construction was a remarkable outcome for the Digital Storytelling Programs 
because the parents were able to experience the connection between technology and school-
based literacy in storytelling.  
 
APPLICATION OF THE PROGRAM 
In this chapter, we examined digital storytelling programs as a window into ways ELL 
Families can become storytellers with digital devices that enhance skills for success in school 
and beyond. It expands the broader field of research explores that adults’ learning experiences 
with computers within family literacy programs (Edwards, 2006; Hughes & Coyne, 1996) and 
families’ technological literacies in the home (Dickinson & Tabors, 2002; Lewis, 2009; 2013). 
Since there is little published research examining the impact of using digital resources with ELL 
Families, we believe that this design study is an important early step. Technology, now 
ubiquitous, can alter the language and literacy outcomes for young students, supporting 
biliteracy, and empowering parents to continue it in significant ways. Using the family as the 
unit of change made the program gains more sustainable because the change in family capacity 
for supporting of learning will not disappear even if the family moves or a program stops. 
Limitations and Next Steps 
 This design study focused on families learning and interactions and did not directly 
measure technology knowledge, language knowledge, or school achievement in children or their 
parents. In subsequent studies we will focus on longitudinal measurement of language and 
literacy skills on both home language and English as well as growth in technology skills. 
CONCLUSION 
 As with our previous family literacy program (Wessels, 2014), the digital storytelling 
programs were a proactive approach rather than reactive approach with the purpose to positively 
influence the literacy learning of children who are emerging bilinguals. Parents who needed to 
increase their technology, literacy and storytelling skills were motivated to participate in 
programs for the sake of their children more readily than in adult-only programs. It strengthened 
 
the bond between parents and children because it allowed for positive interaction and opened the 
door to discussion and opportunity. Developing a digital story provided opportunities for 
engaging interaction and opened the door to discussion on character development, vocabulary 
knowledge, expanded participants’ imagination, and developed problem-solving skills. The 
digital stories bridged the oral, print, and digital media to become a permanent artifact that 
captured a specific moment in time, connecting home and school literacy expectations and 
practices that can be shared over time. By providing a meaningful experience for the families, 
the digital storytelling programs created a positive attitude toward life-long learning where 
technology has the most value when used jointly by children and adults. When families are 
involved, their children are more likely to be successful in school. 
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 
Code-Switching:  Code-switching is alternating or mixing the use of two or more languages in 
the same discourse. 
Digital Literacy: Digital Literacy is the ability to use, create and read information using 
technology. 
English Language Learner (ELL): Students for who English in not their first language but 
are in the process of acquiring the English language. 

























Cellphone with internet access 
Other ___________________________________________ 
 
Home Technology Environment 
Circle the answers below that best match the technology use in your home: 
How many hours per day do you use computers, tablets, or iPads? 
0-1 2-3 4-5 6-7 8-9 10 or more 
 
How many hours per day do your kids use computers, tablets, or iPads? 
0-1 2-3 4-5 6-7 8-9 10 or more 
 
Where do you use technology? 
Work  Home  Library  Other ___________________________ 
 
Where do your kids use technology? 
School  Home  Library  Other ___________________________ 
 
Do you use technology with your kids? 
Yes  No 
 
Do you help your kids with technology? 
Yes  No 
 
Do your kids help you with technology? 
Yes  No 
 
Why do you use technology? 
Homework/School  Games  Facebook  Music  Movies 
Work   Skyping with Family  Other ________________________ 
 
Why do you your kids use technology? 
Homework/School  Games  Facebook  Music  Movies 







Circle the answers that best match what you have access to at home or work. 
 
Computer I don’t have and 
don’t use. 
I have but don’t 
use. 
I have but need 
help using. 
I have and I use. 
Tablet or iPad I don’t have and 
don’t use. 
I have but don’t 
use. 
I have but need 
help using. 
I have and I use. 
Cellphone  I don’t have and 
don’t use. 
I have but don’t 
use. 
I have but need 
help using. 
I have and I use. 
Internet I don’t have and 
don’t use. 
I have but don’t 
use. 
I have but need 
help using. 










Circle the answers that best match your feelings. 
Using the 
computer 
I hate it. I don’t really 
like it, but I 
don’t hate it. 
I have no 
feelings 
about it. 
I like it, but 
don’t love it. 
I love it. I don’t have or 
don’t use. 
Using a tablet 
or iPad 
I hate it. I don’t really 
like it, but I 
don’t hate it. 
I have no 
feelings 
about it. 
I like it, but 
don’t love it. 




I hate it. I don’t really 
like it, but I 
don’t hate it. 
I have no 
feelings 
about it. 
I like it, but 
don’t love it. 




with my kids 
I hate it. I don’t really 
like it, but I 
don’t hate it. 
I have no 
feelings 
about it. 
I like it, but 
don’t love it. 





I hate it. I don’t really 
like it, but I 
don’t hate it. 
I have no 
feelings 
about it. 
I like it, but 
don’t love it. 




Circle the answers that best match what you think or believe. 
Using the 
internet to find 
answers to 
questions 
I can’t and 
don’t want 
to. 





I can but 
don’t. 




internet to learn 
new things 
I can’t and 
don’t want 
to. 





I can but 
don’t. 
I can and do. I don’t have or 
don’t use. 
 
Using the I can’t and I can’t but I have I can but I can and do. I don’t have or 
 
internet to help 




want to. never 
tried. 

















I can but 
don’t. 















I can but 
don’t. 















I can but 
don’t. 
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